Lake Users fed up with low lake levels

By Steve Bell- Lake Watch Columnist

I recently tuned in to a conversation that took place at one of my favorite hang outs, Big Birds marina on Camping Creek. The discussion centered around the current pathetic state of Lake Murray’s water level.  One participant noted that in spite of all the recent rain the lake had risen only several inches, but that earlier this year the lake rose over 1 foot when 3 inches fell. Another suggested that the power company was obviously generating and lining its pockets as fast as the water was coming in. One individual turned and asked if I thought that SCE&G was doing its best getting water levels back to normal. I hesitated but said yes, (that was a mistake) knowing that  USGS stream flow records verify that the SCE&G  has used Saluda Hydro briefly only six or seven times since the lake refill began last February 19. But this group of fisherman and homeowners was not in the mood for listening rather they appeared to be more interested in a lynching.  
It is apparent that after 3 years of draw downs, the lake community’s patience has run out and a revolt may be underway.  They don’t want to hear any more excuses. They want their lake back now, not later. They appear to be aware of every rain drop that falls in the watershed and they don’t want to see that water being released down stream.  Some want all releases to stop and one individual suggested that municipal water withdrawals should curtailed if possible.. Some still question why SCE&G waited until after the dam remediation to do the rip raps repairs. Some are suggesting that a change in management might be appropriate noting that Federal officials could reject SCE&G’s bid for a new license. 
But unless stream flow data is being fudged, as someone suggested, SCE&G is holding true to its commitment to prioritize the lake’s refill. The company provides a weekly generation report to lake groups, which includes US Geology Survey stream flow graphs which verify water coming in and water going out and confirm that generation has virtually come to a halt.   And when the lake does return to normal we could see higher winter levels thanks to Jim Landreth, Vice President for Fossil Fuels and Hydro. Landreth is requiring his staff to experiment with operating at higher levels year round, and so far so good says Landreth who is “hands on” when it comes to responding to community concerns.  In 2005, the utility showed it was capable of keeping lake levels at 358’ msl through August and above 354’ msl during the winter.  
The reaction from those good folks at Big Birds is understandable. Lake Murray is a huge recreational resource and lake fluctuations have severe impacts on the use of that resource especially navigation and safety. 
The drought, the real reason the lake is not back up, could seal SCE&G’s fate regarding the company’s future use of public waters. It has unified the community and could lead to demands for “radical” changes including proposals to turn Saluda Hydro into a modified” run of the river”  operation, shifting much of Saluda’s  “back up” responsibilities to Fairfield Pump storage, another SCE&G owned hydro generating facility capable of producing over 2 ½  times the output of Saluda Hydro plant.      A modified “run of the river” mode would not eliminate lake level fluctuations, but could reduce them significantly.
After having free reign for almost 70 years, SCE&G must now cope with the reality that priorities for the use of public waters have changed. The company is seeking a new 30 to 50 year license to operate and manage the project, and federal regulations dictate that a new license must be best adapted to serve the “public interest.” In the early years, public benefits came primarily from electric generation needed to meet demands from a growing economy. But now Saluda Hydro produces less that 2% of SCE&G’s generation and is used predominately as a backup system. And as mentioned above, SCE&G has another hydro generating plant which frequently shares backup responsibilities with the Saluda plant. Now recreation plays a vital role in the comprehensive plan to develop this public waterway. The resource pumps 100’s of millions of dollars into the economy and clearly trumps generation as the priority public need. 
How much the lake will rise in the near future will depend more on the amount of rain fall, rather than how much SCE&G generates. Emergency generation normally last no longer than one hour, the time it takes for SCE&G to buy power on the grid to recover from power failures. Then Saluda returns to standby mode and may not be needed for months. 
Bill Argenteri, a senior engineer with SCE&G indicated that the company plans to bring the lake level up to 354’ msl, as soon as possible, then maintain a minimum of 354’ until January 2007 when the lake will be allowed to refill to summer levels. The lake could rise above 354’msl depending on the time of year. 
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